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“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 

-Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

People, no matter the color of their skin, have rights. No person is better then another just 

because of his or her skin color. We are all equal. In 1619, Africans were brought to America, 

and sold to wealthy men who made them slave away all day.  They were treated harshly and 

were often brutalized. The Civil War (1861-65) fought over things such as federal authority and 

slavery. The war against slavery was led by President Abraham Lincoln. In the year 1865, the 

slaves were free. Though they were free, they were still treated unfairly in the South, under the 

laws called “Jim Crow”. 

 

“I swear to the Lord, I still can’t see, why democracy means, everybody but me” 

-Langston Hughes   

  

Segregation between Blacks (also known as Coloreds, Negroes, and African Americans) 

and Whites was everywhere. There were separate drinking fountains, bathrooms, and separate 

parts of town for Blacks and Whites to live. On buses there was segregated seating, and Blacks 

got harassed almost every day by the white passengers and even the bus driver himself. 

 The segregation system, known as “Jim Crow”, had the job to separate and keeps Blacks 

poor. But aside from laws, Jim Crow was a way of life for the people in southern and Border 

States. The laws of Jim Crow were supported by the rationalization of things along the lines of 

“Whites were superior to Blacks in all important ways …If necessary, violence must be used to 

keep Blacks at the bottom of the racial hierarchy…” (David Pilgrim, “What Was Jim Crow”). 
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 Other laws from Jim Crow were: 

“1. Never assert or even intimate that a white person is lying. 

2. Never impute dishonorable intentions to a white person. 

3. Never suggest that a white person is from an inferior class.” (Pilgrim). 

 Jim Crow was enforced on the Montgomery City Bus Lines company buses by tough 

men who were employed as drivers. They had to enforce Jim Crow, and some even carried 

pistols. On public buses, the first ten seats were reserved for Whites only. From there on back 

was where Blacks could sit. Once the Black section of the bus was filled up, Blacks would have 

to stand in the aisles, even if some of the first ten seats were empty. When Whites boarded the 

buses, they would sit in the first ten seats until they were full. Once they were full, Blacks in the 

first row behind the white section had to give up their seats. Even if it was just one person 

needing a seat, every black in that row had to get up because sitting in the same row as Whites 

indicated social equality.  The city’s bus ordinance gave bus drivers permission to assign seats 

for people, but it did not give them the power to make people have to give up their seats to 

others, no matter the color of their skin. Montgomery city bus lines drivers “adopted” the ability 

to make a colored passenger give up their seat. 

 

This is a segregated bus seating chart. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=images+of+montgomery+bus+boycott&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=YuGgcRrbeaWg7M&tbnid=a3r26YqIFV8DRM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montgomery_Bus_Boycott&ei=m8AeUaH7EM_QigKnuYHwDQ&bvm=bv.42553238,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNGUP6vPIMTMClyIYsQjwLXBYlyPsA&ust=1361056144040200
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“People always say that I didn’t give up my seat because I was tired… 

the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.” 

-Rosa Parks 

 Many people credit Rosa Parks with starting the Montgomery bus boycotts, but Rosa was 

only one of many who had not given up their seats on a bus. Geneva Johnston was arrested for 

“talking back” to the bus driver. Viola White and Katie Wingfield were arrested for sitting in 

reserved white seats. In 1949, 16-year-old Edwina Johnston and her 15-year-old brother Marshall 

were arrested because they were not used to the rules in the south. They were visiting relatives 

from New Jersey. They sat down on a city bus next to a white man and his son.  They were 

ordered by the bus driver to move, but when they refused, they were arrested, fined and forced to 

return home to New Jersey. 

 Sixteen year-old girl, Claudette Colvin, played a big part in the Montgomery bus 

boycotts. She had decided not to give up her seat on a bus as well, and was a big part in the 

Browder vs. Gayle case, though she did not receive much credit.  On March 2, 1955, Claudette 

boarded a bus, just behind the white section. After a little ways she was told she needed to give 

up her seat, but she refused. When the police came, they pulled her out of her seat while she 

screamed, “It’s my constitutional right!” (Hoose, 35), as she knew from what she had been 

learning in school. She was taken to the city jail and locked up, but was soon bailed out by her 

pastor Reverend H. H. Johnston. 

 

Claudette Colvin, age 12 (1952) 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=gRCD3xcuiXudmM&tbnid=DnZYNNeacA7w1M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fai-yo.tumblr.com%2Fpost%2F26798607036&ei=6s0eUcOKArH9iQLTrIGAAg&bvm=bv.42553238,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNE7gjGaPRb0JZQpGyYUrTBJ38Hx3Q&ust=1361059676919967
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=gRCD3xcuiXudmM&tbnid=DnZYNNeacA7w1M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fai-yo.tumblr.com%2Fpost%2F26798607036&ei=6s0eUcOKArH9iQLTrIGAAg&bvm=bv.42553238,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNE7gjGaPRb0JZQpGyYUrTBJ38Hx3Q&ust=1361059676919967
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Everyone started talking about Claudette’s unfair arrest. Her court hearing was a few 

weeks later, but she didn’t have a lawyer. Claudette’s great uncle recommended Mr. E. D. 

Nixon. Nixon was the leader of the Montgomery National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP), and he worked to the extreme to improve the rights of Blacks. 

Whenever Blacks had a serious problem, they went to E. D. Nixon. E. D. Nixon quickly got Fred 

Gray, one of the only two black lawyers in Montgomery, to represent Claudette in court. They 

pulled together a committee of black leaders, including 26-year-old Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 

to rally around Claudette and to meet with the police commissioner downtown. 

Claudette’s hearing was held on March 18, 1955, and several of the black leaders 

attended the meeting. Claudette’s case did not go well, and Judge Hill declared Claudette guilty 

of all charges, and placed her on probation, despite the rights that she knew she had.  

 

“Claudette gave all of us moral courage.  If she had not done what she did, I am not sure that  

we would have been able to mount the support for Mrs. Parks.” 

-Fred Gray   

 

 Claudette met with Rosa Parks, who helped her raise money for lawyer fees (Philip 

Hoose, “Claudette Colvin”, 43-44).  About 9 months after Claudette’s arrest, on December 1, 

1955, Rosa Parks boarded a public city bus and sat in the row right behind the ten seats that were 

reserved for Whites. The bus driver ordered Rosa and the other black passengers in the row to 

get up for a white passenger. The other three riders got up, but Rosa stayed in her seat. Officers 

Day and Mixon arrested her. Rosa was charged with “refusing to obey orders of a bus driver” 

with a fine of $14, and was booked, fingerprinted, and briefly put in jail. 
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Rosa Parks’ mug shot. 

 Rosa Parks was not just any African-American who rose to be very important in the civil 

rights movement, but was an active NAACP member. She was also serving as E. D. Nixon’s 

secretary.  Rosa Parks was known as the “Mother of the Civil Rights Movement” because she, as 

well as Claudette Colvin, caused the Montgomery Bus Boycott to begin. Rosa’s arrest got Nixon 

thinking about how to advance the rights of colored people, as he’d been trying to do his entire 

life. He decided to organize a citywide boycott of buses. The boycott was completely fair, 

because Montgomery’s mayor, W. A. “Tacky” Gayle, was warned of a city-wide boycott of 

buses, if he did not give colored people the three changes to the bus rules that were requested: 

1. Blacks could sit anywhere until the bus filled up. 

2. To allow Blacks to use the aisles to get to their seats instead of exiting the bus to go to the 

back entrance of the bus after paying their fare at the front of the bus. 

3. A requirement for the buses to stop at every block in the black community like they did 

with the Whites.  
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Although these were simple requests, he didn’t listen. That was a big mistake on his part, 

because about 40,000 of the riders on public buses in Montgomery were black, and only about 

1,200 were white. 

 

“I have learned over the years that when one’s mind is made up, this diminishes fear;   

knowing what must be done does away with fear.” 

-Rosa Parks   

 

Jo Ann Robinson, an English professor at Alabama State College, along with two 

students, had stayed up all night after the mayor refused their proposal. They were up all night at 

Alabama State College quickly printing unsigned flyers to send throughout the black community. 

They read, “… It is the second time since the Claudette Colbert [sic] case that a Negro woman 

has been arrested for the same thing. This has to be stopped…” ( Hoose, 63). It then asked for 

every Negro to stay off of the buses the following Monday.  

On Monday, December 5
th

, all of the Montgomery City buses where empty of Blacks. In 

the evening a “mass meeting” was held at the Holt Street Baptist Church. Martin Luther King Jr. 

spoke and talked about the arrest of Rosa Parks, and then spoke about the idea of staying off the 

buses until they got equal rights. He asked them to stand up if they agreed. Every person in the 

room stood, which indicated that the Montgomery Bus Boycotts had officially begun. From then 

on, mass meetings were held every Tuesday and Thursday. 

The Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) organized a way for Blacks to get to 

work and school by asking anyone who owned a car in the black community to donate it in the 
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morning and night, so that they could drive Blacks to school and work. The drivers were just 

normal people who had driver’s licenses and could volunteer their time. Because taxi fares 

would too much for most Blacks to handle for each ride, they were only charged the normal bus 

fare. Most Whites disapproved of the Boycott, but a small number of them assisted the boycott, 

by driving their black employee to and from work, and some even donated money. Even with the 

carpools, many Blacks walked to and from work and school. 

“A child of no more than eight walked with her mother one day in a demonstration. An amused policeman 

leaned down to her and said with mock gruffness, ‘What do you want?’   

The child looked in to his eyes, unafraid, and gave her answer:  ‘F’eedom,’ she said. 

She could not even pronounce the word, but no Gabriel Trumpet could have sounded a truer note.” 

-Martin Luther King Jr.  

 

African Americans walked to and from work. 

By the end of January 1956, the City Bus Lines Company was losing about $32,000 a 

day. Because of this they had to lay off bus drivers and discontinue many routes just to stay in 

business. Mayor Gale instructed the police to question boycott drivers at any opportunity. Some 

of those drivers were even arrested for violating an old 1921 law that forbids boycotts, and Dr. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=images+of+montgomery+bus+boycott&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=DtZlOJ4tcKiEaM&tbnid=91meP-BQ6ndiQM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.blackpast.org/?q=aah/montgomery-bus-boycott-1955-56&ei=xMAeUaLWLuaniAL994DYDQ&bvm=bv.42553238,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNGUP6vPIMTMClyIYsQjwLXBYlyPsA&ust=1361056144040200
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Martin Luther King Jr. was one of those drivers. Dr. King was only in jail for a little while, and 

when he was released, hundreds of Blacks stood outside the building, awaiting him.  

Many black churches were burned down, and attacks were also pointed at important 

people in the boycott like Nixon, Robinson, and Dr. King.  On January 30, 1956, while Dr. King 

was at a meeting for the boycott, a bomb was tossed onto the porch of his home. His wife, 

Coretta Scott King, was at home at the time of the bombing with Mrs. Roscoe Williams (the wife 

of a church member). The King’s seven and a half year old daughter, Yolanda Denise, was in the 

back of the house. The bomb shattered windows, ripped a hole in the porch, and cracked a porch 

column. Luckily, no one was injured. Vann Pruitt, an assistant state toxicologist, later said he 

found the bomb to be either a half stick of dynamite or a hand grenade. 

 

Dr. King and his wife, Coretta Scott King, with their daughter, Yolanda Denise. 

On February 21
st
, a grand jury accused 100 Blacks for violating the law forbidding 

boycotts “without a just or legal cause” (Hoose, 92). Dr. King, Robinson, Parks, Nixon, Gray, 

twenty ministers, and all car pool drivers were indicted. Those who were indicted decided not to 

wait to be arrested, but instead did something similar to what Nixon had done. He walked right 

into the county courthouse, smiling, and asked, “Are you looking for me? Well here I am.” 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=yolanda+denise+king+as+a+baby&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=49bmd-I2mrZ8IM&tbnid=7MXPzRQlEL4mkM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/martin-luther-king-jr-the-man-and-the-movement/2008/04/02/gIQAGXzFMJ_gallery.html&ei=V8EeUfydIK_EiwLc04HICw&bvm=bv.42553238,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNHsXu2BRsYhRt9k-LxJlFJpwkeMGQ&ust=1361056461504158
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(Hoose, 92). He was then booked, fingerprinted, photographed, and then released on bond, still 

smiling as he walked out of the courthouse. This inspired the other boycotters to file inside the 

courthouse as well. 

 

 “Early in life I learned that if you want something, you had better make some noise.” 

-Malcolm X 

 

After a while, Fred Gray had an idea to hopefully put an end to the bus boycotts and still 

get equal rights. He decided to take the matter to the federal court, and sued the City of 

Montgomery, arguing that if segregated schools were unconstitutional, then segregated buses 

should be, too. In order to do this, Gray had to choose four African women who had been 

arrested on a bus to go with him. Because Parks’ arrest was still too new, she could not go to 

court with Gray. The four women chosen to go were Aurelia Browder, age 77, Susie McDonald, 

17, Mary Louise Smith, 19, and Claudette Colvin, age 16. The federal judges were Richard 

Rives, Seybourn Lynn, and Frank Johnston. The city attorney was Walter Knabe, who fired 

question after question at the women. He had two parts to his strategy: to get them to say that 

before the boycott the black community was fine with the segregated bus seating, and then also 

to get them to say it was Martin Luther King Jr.’s fault it all started. 

 

“I was tired of hoping for justice.  When my moment came, I was ready.” 

-Claudette Colvin   
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Although Mr. Knabe tried as best as he could, his plan failed. He could not get the 

women to say what he wanted. After the hearing was adjourned, the three judges went into their 

back room and discussed what they thought of the hearing. Judge Johnston was still a new judge, 

but he had good points on this case. It only took them ten minutes to come to a conclusion: it was 

a 2-1 decision, and the segregated seating law in Alabama was lifted. The news was announced 

on June 19, 1956. 

This was great news for the boycotters, but they still had to walk/boycott until the news 

reached Washington D.C. to make lasting changes, and the case probably wouldn’t even be 

considered until fall. There wasn’t any guarantee that the Supreme Court would even agree with 

the Alabama judges. In the summer of 1956, Montgomery’s mayor, councilors, and other 

officials tried all they could to end the boycott, and even singled out Dr. King, put him in jail, 

and made him pay a five-hundred dollar fine. Reporters came from all over the world to report 

the boycott. Many angry Whites complained that their leaders weren’t doing anything to prevent 

the integration. On August 25, 1956, they took matters into their own hands, and begun to make 

death threats, send hate mail, place midnight phone calls, and cause lots of terror for the Blacks. 

On Tuesday, November 13
th

, Dr. King and other leaders were in a court room listening to 

the city lawyers, when a reporter brought him a news bulletin saying that they had won the 

Browder vs. Gayle case. Though they had won, they still had to wait until December 20
th

, more 

than one year after the boycott started (381 days), when two federal marshals came and served 

written notices to integrate seating on buses. 

This was a big step for African-Americans. It was one of the greatest human rights 

victories in the U.S. Although this boycott ended racial segregation, there was still racial 
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prejudice. This boycott was only part of the beginning of the nation-wide Civil Rights 

Movement. 

 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on a non-segregated bus. 
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